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The leader

A pandemic in all but name

The spread of the coronavirus beyond China is entering a critical new phase

WILL the coronavirus outbreak become
apandemic? It is increasingly looking
like it won’t —but only in name. At a press
briefing on 25 February, the head of the
World Health Organization (WHO),
Tedros Ghebreyesus, expressed a
reluctance to use the term until the
covid-19 disease spreads more widely
and causes more harm, in order, it
seems, to prevent fear or panic.

In fact, itlooks like the WHO is no
longer using any particular official
criteria to trigger the use of the word
pandemic, although it says it is still
prepared to use the term when it sees fit.

The decision seems like an odd
one: to many infectious disease
experts, the virus —which now has
significant outbreaks in South Korea,
Iran and Italy (see page 7) —has already
reached pandemiclevels.
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Regardless of what we call it, we
appear to be entering a new phase of
the global outbreak. Efforts to restrict
the covid-19 virus to China have failed,
and in some countries the focus will
have to turn towards mitigation rather
than containment, as they try to slow the

“The scenario in which the
virus spreads worldwide
and most of us encounter
it is looking more likely”

spread of the infection to stop hospitals
all being overwhelmed at once.

This means that the scenarioin
which the virus eventually spreads
worldwide, and most of us encounter
itis looking more likely.

If this happens, the virus will
ultimately become like flu—a widely

NewsScientist

MANAGEMENT

Chief executive Nina Wright
Finance director Amee Dixon
Chief technology officer Chris Corderoy
Marketing director Jo Adams
Human resources Shirley Spencer
HR coordinator Serena Robinson
Facilities manager Ricci Welch
Executive assistant Lorraine Lodge
Receptionist Alice Catling

Non-exec chair Bernard Gray
Senior non-exec director Louise Rogers

CONTACT US

newscientist.com/contact
General & media enquiries
Tel+44 (0)20 76111202
UK Tel+44 (0)20 76111200
25 Bedford Street, London WC2E 9ES
Australia 418A Elizabeth St, Surry Hills, NSW 2010
US PO Box 80247, Portland, OR 97280
UK Newsstand
Marketforce UK Ltd
Tel +44 (0)20 3787 9001
Syndication
Tribune Content Agency
Tel +44 (0)207588 7588 Email tca-articlesales@tribpub.com
Subscriptions
newscientist.com/subscribe
Tel +44 (0)330 3339470 Email ns.subs@quadrantsubs.com
Post New Scientist, Rockwood House, Perrymount Road,
Haywards Heath, West Sussex RH16 3DH

circulating infection that most of us will
eventually acquire some immunity to.
But before then the human cost will be
high, especially among the over 60s and
people with some pre-existing medical
conditions. Flu can already be deadly for
these groups, but at least we have some
previous immunity to flu strains, and
vaccines are available each flu season
for the most vulnerable among us.
Right now, almost none of us have
immunity to this coronavirus and it will
be many months before the vaccines
against it currently in development
can be proven both safe and effective.
The more we can do to slow the
virus, the more time we will buy
ourselves to get prepared. As individuals,
we should do everything we can to help
authorities reduce the speed at which
the infection spreads. I
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